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On Dec. 18 in Santiago, the UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(ECLAC) released its annual report on the region's economic performance. Selected highlights
from the report are summarized below. * Aggregate GDP growth for the region is 3%. Excluding
Brazil, Nicaragua, Honduras, Peru and the Dominican Republic, the GDP growth rate for all other
countries in the region is 4.5%. The highest rate, between 8.5% and 9%, was registered by Venezuela.
The Argentine economy expanded by 4.5%. El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico, Panama, Paraguay,
Bolivia, Chile and Ecuador registered GDP growth of 3% or more. The rate for Uruguay is 2%
after three years of stagnation. GDP growth for Colombia, Costa Rica, Trinidad and Tobago, and
Jamaica ranged from 1% to 2%. The rate for Brazil is 1%. * Regional GDP per capita increased in
1991 for the first time in four years, albeit at less than 1%. Per capita GDP stagnated or declined in
12 nations; ranged between 1% and 2% in Bolivia, Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico
and Uruguay; and came to about 3% in Argentina, Chile, Panama and Venezuela. * The region's
weighted consumer price inflation figure for 1991 is about 200%, down from around 1,200% in 1989
and 1990. * Regional export volume increased 6% this year, but revenue at US$122 billion equals
the 1990 figure. Purchasing power of Latin American and Caribbean exports dropped 5% in 1991,
result of declining terms of trade for the seventh consecutive year. * ECLAC executive secretary
Gert Rosenthal said Latin American economic recovery is "fragile," and serious problems remain,
such as the region's US$426 billion foreign debt burden. He pointed out growth in the 1990s is
grounded on more income inequality and higher unemployment rates than in the past. According
to Rosenthal, lower interest rates this year not only provided debt service relief for Latin American
governments, but also contributed to an influx of capital. For the first time in 10 years, he added,
the region experienced a postive capital transfer vis-a-vis the exterior on the order of about US$7
billion. * Argentine economic expansion this year was led by investment and growth of domestic
demand, especially for consumer durables. Although the gross capital formation coefficient
continued low, equipment purchases and construction notably increased. The unemployment
rate for 1991 averaged 6.5% compared to 7.4% in 1990. * Chilean GDP grew 5% this year, marking
eight consecutive years of economic growth. At present, GDP per capita is 16% higher than in
1980. Growth this year was based both on exports (copper accounts for 40% of export income) and
recovery of domestic demand. Transport and telecommunications turned in the highest growth rate,
followed by fish and seafood products. Manufacturing and construction growth rates were about the
same as the GDP rate. Agricultural and mining sector output grew at rates lower than overall GDP.
Average unemployment in Chile this year came to 7%. * The Venezuelan oil industry grew by 12%
this year. Construction was up 30%; commerce, 12%; and, manufacturing, 7%. According to ECLAC,
the key to Venezuelan economic growth in 1991 was public spending, mainly investment programs
in oil and petrochemical industries. Meanwhile, unemployment increased in 1991 to over 10%.
Although the number of new jobs created this year increased over 1990, employment generation
was surpassed by large numbers of newcomers to the labor force. (Basic data from several reports by
Spanish news service EFE, 12/18/91)
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